Epileptic seizures and criminal acts: Is there a relationship?
The relation between epilepsy and criminal acts has been debated for over a century. The general perception persists that epileptic seizures can be associated with violent behavior. Some studies have provided evidence for such an association; however, it remains uncertain whether it really exists. This review critically evaluates the scientific literature on the possible relation between epileptic seizures and criminal acts. A PubMed search was undertaken using the search terms "epilepsy and crime", "epilepsy and automatism", "epilepsy and law", and "epilepsy and dyscontrol syndrome" with the aim of identifying studies examining the possible association between epileptic seizure and crime. The combined keywords "epilepsy and crime" yielded 495 articles, the keywords "epilepsy and automatism" 402 results, the keywords "epilepsy and law" 969 articles, and the keywords "epilepsy and dyscontrol syndrome" resulted in 22 search results. After removing publications such as reviews and opinion pieces, we identified and analyzed a total of 24 research articles with relevant original data. These included single case reports. The reviewed literature suggests that there are very rare occasions when criminal acts are committed during the ictal or postictal period, mostly by patients with focal epilepsy. The literature on the relation between epileptic seizures and criminal acts is not conclusive. Behavioral disturbances often seem more closely related to comorbidities of epilepsy than particular seizures characteristics. These comorbidities are often not well-described. There is an urgent need for more systematic and detailed data gathering and reporting, in order to allow a more detailed investigation of the relation between epileptic seizures and criminal acts.